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A year after the Guatemalan government and guerrillas signed a peace agreement ending 36 years
of civil war, armed conflict has successfully receded into Guatemala's turbulent past. The rebels
are completely demobilized and reintegrated into civilian society, the army has reduced its size
and scope significantly, and state-sponsored repression of political dissidents has disappeared.
Nevertheless, Guatemala remains one of the most violent countries in the Western Hemisphere.
Crime is out of control, terrorizing rural and urban areas and posing a threat to the peace process
as the social fabric of communities breaks down and the government remilitarizes some police
functions to restore order.
Since the peace agreement took effect in January 1997, compliance with the "operative accords"
regarding rebel disarmament and demobilization, as well as army reduction and reorganization,
has largely been achieved. In May 1997, some 3,000 former guerrilla combatants and collaborators
turned in their weapons and re-entered civil society. The top leaders of the Unidad Revolucionaria
Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) have returned to the country, where they are building a legal
political party. The army, committed to reduce its troop size by a third and close many bases around
the country, has cut its ranks substantially.
In November and December, the government completely dissolved the army-run Policia Militar
Ambulante (PMA), discharging 2,422 former PMA agents. That, combined with the retirement or
discharge of dozens of officers and hundreds of army specialists at the end of the year, brought
to 15,633 the number of military personnel dismissed since the accords took effect. The Ministry
of Defense says that the military has now been reduced by 33%, from 46,900 active-duty soldiers
in January 1997 to 31,267. In addition, the ministry says it closed four of its 20 regional bases and
dissolved ten infantry battalions.
Perhaps most important, for the first time, opposition organizations are gaining faith in newfound
political freedoms, greatly fortifying the democratic process. "State political repression no longer
occurs as in the past," said former rebel leader Pablo Monsanto, who headed the Fuerzas Armadas
Rebeldes (FAR), oldest of the four guerrilla groups that made up the URNG. "A demilitarized and
democratic society is taking shape. As a result of the peace accords, space has opened for all sectors
to participate, particularly Indian communities and women."

Army drags its feet on some peace-accord commitments
Despite these achievements, the government has been criticized for either reneging or not fully
complying with many accords. Doubt remains about whether the army has actually discharged
as many soldiers as it says. The URNG, which demands an independent investigation of military
cutbacks by the UN verification commission (MINUGUA), says many counted as dismissed were
actually vacant positions that only existed on paper. In addition, although the accords call for a onethird reduction in the military budget by the year 2000, measured as a percentage of GDP, the 1998
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budget approved by Congress includes US$133.1 million for the Defense Ministry a 10% increase
over 1997.
Moreover, the army has yet to cooperate with the Guatemalan Truth Commission, set up in July
1997. The commission is collecting testimony on thousands of cases of human rights violations
committed during the war and has requested that both the army and the URNG turn over key
documents to clarify war crimes.
Although both sides have been slow to reply, commission coordinator Christian Tomuschat says
the army, more than the guerrillas, has deliberately withheld information. "We are dissatisfied with
the cooperation of the government and the army," said Tomuschat. "From the start we asked for
information on forced disappearances, as well as access to archives that contain military plans and
operations during the conflict. We are still waiting for that information."

Demilitarization leads to enormous increase in crime
Nevertheless, while government noncompliance is a problem, the main threat to the peace process
is the wave of violent crime now gripping the country. The army's reduction and withdrawal from
many areas, combined with the dissolution of the civil defense patrols that cooperated with the
military during the war, led to an unprecedented breakdown in public security. The peace accords
call for creating a new Policia Nacional Civil (PNC) to replace the PMA and the country's two other
police forces the Policia Nacional (PN) and the Guardia de Hacienda (GH). By the year 2000, the
PNC is supposed to have trained and equipped 20,000 agents, nearly 70% more than the 12,000
police that made up the other three forces.
The increase is essential since the accords call for the army's eventual withdrawal from all domestic
security affairs. But since the PNC began operating in July 1997, only 3,000 officers have been
trained and placed on the streets. That, combined with near paralysis in the judicial system and the
immense quantity of arms in the country after 36 years of war, has resulted in an enormous increase
in crime.
During the first eleven months of 1997, the Interior Ministry (Ministerio de Gobernacion) tallied
6,652 people killed by violent crime, an average of 20 per day. Another 10,000 people were injured
in criminal attacks, and 1,202 people were either kidnapped or disappeared. The nation now has
an annual murder rate of more than 40 people per 100,000 inhabitants, compared with seven per
100,000 in the US. A study by the Guatemala branch of the Facultad Latinoamericana de Ciencias
Sociales (FLACSO) says 600 organized crime rings now operate in the country, a formidable army
of about 20,000 criminals. "Exactly one year after peace was signed on paper it has still not been
achieved," said Archbishop Prospero Penados del Barrio. "Never has there been so much violence,
so much insecurity in Guatemala."

Rampant crime leads to remilitarization of police operations
The crime wave is undermining the peace process in two ways. First, the violence is eroding the
social fabric of communities, while sabotaging people's confidence in government institutions.
Thousands of citizens in both urban and rural areas participated in spontaneous lynchings in 1997,
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 54886
ISSN: 1089-1560

reflecting massive frustration with the judicial system and police. The government tallied 85 such
lynchings during the year, in which 60 people were killed.
Second, to shore up the fledgling PNC and restore order in the areas hardest hit by the violence,
the government has ordered the army to patrol alongside the police. About 11,000 soldiers are now
involved in security operations in urban and rural areas. In addition, the army is reopening military
outposts in places where it had withdrawn, while constructing new bases in some rural zones, thus
remilitarizing police operations. Human rights organizations fear such army involvement will lead
to a resurgence of rights violations, while subverting the effort to train the PNC in a nonmilitary
approach to police operations.
Indeed, opposition groups fear that a significant percentage of murders last year were actually
extrajudicial assassinations of gangsters by security forces or paramilitary squads, given that
hundreds of victims were tortured and killed in death-squad style and many had criminal records.
"Corpses appear on a daily basis, the majority bearing signs of torture, a coup de grace bullet
wound to the head, and their hands and feet tied," read a report from the Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo
(GAM). "Rather than simple murders, these are extrajudicial assassinations of victims that have
been carefully selected, kidnapped, and tortured." [Sources: Inter Press Service, 08/24/97, 10/29/97,
11/02/97, 11/24/97; Spanish news service EFE, 12/11/97, 01/15/98; Associated Press, 01/21/98;
Notimex, 12/15/97, 01/06/98, 01/29/98; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 01/15/98, 01/29/98;
Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 12/08/97, 12/14/97, 12/18/97, 12/26/97, 12/28/97, 12/29/97, 01/03/98,
01/05/98, 01/19-21/98, 01/23/98, 01/25/98, 01/28-30/98]
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